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Abstract

Suicide rates vary considerably between nations. This observation suggests that sociocultural characteristics of
nations might play an important role in explaining suicidal behavior. In this study we examined country-level associations between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability while adjusting for gross domestic product per capita. While some characteristics of modern culture such as intellectual autonomy and secular-rational
values were associated with higher suicide rates, characteristics of postmodern societies such as self-expression
values and egalitarian commitment were associated with lower suicide rates. Exploratory analyses also showed
meaningful associations between suicide rates and other measures of cultural variability such as societal cynicism and long-term orientation. Gender differences were also observed, with hierarchy being positively associated to female but not male suicide rates.

Introduction
Over 800,000 people die from suicide every year, making it the second leading
cause of death among people aged 15-29 years (World Health Organization, 2014).
While many theories and a wide array of empirical research focus on individual-level
explanations of suicidal behavior, few studies have examined broader suicide patterns
(for exceptions see Eckersley & Dear, 2002; Lenzi, Colucci, & Minas, 2011; Rudmin,
Ferrada-Noli, & Skolbekken, 2003). Data from the World Health Organization (WHO)
show that suicide rates vary considerably between nations. This finding suggests that sociocultural characteristics of nations play an important role in explaining suicidal behavior. The present study examines the extent to which suicide rates are reliably related to
dimensions of cultural variability. This investigation begins with a summary of the state
of research on the relationship between suicide and culture, and a brief overview of societal characteristics that might affect nation-level suicide rates.
Suicide, Modernization and Postmodernization

The French sociologist Durkheim (1897) was one of the first to propose that suicidal
behavior can be explained by social factors as well as individual factors. He argued that
certain characteristics of modern societies might lead to higher suicide rates. In modern
societies individuals are less integrated within the church, family and the state. Due to
this social disintegration and the corresponding individualism, they might easily lack a

sense of purpose in life, eventually resulting in “egoistic suicide”. Moreover, Durkheim
argued that societies usually intend a certain social position for a particular person depending on his/her social status, thus regulating social needs. However, if this societal
hierarchy is disturbed (anomia), individuals no longer have a firm understanding of their
position in society and the discrepancy between perceived and real opportunity increases. This state of social deregulation and lack of social direction might eventually lead to
“anomic suicide”.
Some authors have examined associations between suicide rates and measures of socioeconomic development to test Durkheim’s theory. Suicide rates show positive correlations with measures of socioeconomic development such as GNP per capita (Zhang,
1998), years of school attendance and percentage of population above the age of 60
(Lenzi et al., 2011). In contrast, suicide rates are negatively correlated with indices typical of traditional societies such as population growth (Zhang, 1998), fertility and percentage of population under the age 15 (Lenzi et al., 2011). However, correlations with
socioeconomic variables only provide indirect evidence for Durkheim’s theory since the
dimensions of cultural variability that he described (e.g., individualism) were not measured directly.
Suicide and Dimensions of Cultural Variability

Cross-cultural research has identified meaningful and relevant dimensions of cultural
variability (see Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006 for an overview). In examining cultural variability, many scholars have focused on cultural values (Hofstede, 2001; House et al.,
2004; Schwartz, 1994; Smith et al., 1996), while others have focused on attitudes, values and beliefs (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005) or social axioms (Leung et al., 2002). Moreover, some authors have pointed out that personality traits are differentially pronounced
in different cultures and are often correlated with relevant dimensions of cultural variability (McCrae, 2004; McCrae et al., 2005).
Following Durkheim’s theory, one would expect that a high degree of individualism
in a society should be associated with higher suicide rates in that society. Furthermore,
some of the theories mentioned above explicitly assume cultural differences in the acceptance of suicide. In describing the traditional/secular-rational dimension of their theory, Inglehart and Welzel (2005, p. 52) state that societies near the traditional pole “take
a pro-life stance on abortion, euthanasia, and suicide”. Based on this view, one might
expect suicide rates to be lower in traditional rather than in modern societies.
A number of cross-national studies have already examined the relationships between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability. Most of these previous studies
have found positive correlations between suicide rates and individualism (e.g., Eckersley
& Dear, 2002; Lenzi et al., 2011; Rudmin et al., 2003), as well as with intellectual autonomy, affective autonomy and secular-rational values (Lenzi et al., 2011).
When studying associations between suicide rates and cultural values, one has to
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When studying associations between suicide rates and cultural values, one has to

keep in mind that Durkheim’s theory was developed more than a hundred years ago.
Since then, there has been a new cultural shift within the most developed countries, resulting in postmodern or second modern societies (Beck, Boss, & Lau, 2003; Inglehart,
2000). In postmodern societies, survival is relatively secure and values like tolerance of
diversity and priority of well-being over economic growth receive greater importance
(Inglehart, 2000). Similarly, Beck et al. (2003) state that in second modern societies,
institutions like the welfare state and the legal system guarantee personal choices, individual rights, and loss of class identity. Cultural modernization is reflected in the Inglehart traditional vs. secular-rational dimension and the Schwartz embeddedness vs. autonomy dimension, while cultural postmodernization is reflected in the Inglehart survival
vs. self-expression dimension and the Schwartz hierarchy vs. egalitarianism dimension
(Lenzi et al., 2011).
While Durkheim’s theory suggests that the first cultural shift from traditional to secular-rational values is associated with higher suicide rates, there is evidence that the second cultural shift from survival to self-expression values is associated with lower suicide
rates. For example, Lenzi et al. (2011) reported negative associations between suicide
rates and egalitarianism. Moreover, they examined a subsample of posttraditional societies and found that within these societies, suicide rates showed a strong negative association with self-expression values and also a tendency towards a negative association with
individualism. This study suggests that postmodern perspectives should be considered
when examining Durkheim’s theory.
Besides theories concerned with modernist and postmodernist developments, psychological theories on antecedents of well-being might serve to explain cross-national
variations in suicide rates. For example, self-determination theory suggests that humans
have three basic needs—the need for autonomy, competence and relatedness—which
have to be fulfilled in order to achieve psychological growth and well-being (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). In this case, autonomy is understood as being an agent and acting willingly
(Kagitcibasi, 2005). Similarly, other authors suggest that pursuing and achieving goals
can enhance well-being because it makes individuals feel competent and in control of
their lives (McGregor & Little, 1998). Based on these theories, one might expect that
higher suicide rates would be associated with societal characteristics that inhibit autonomous decisions and the pursuit of personal goals, such as hierarchy or power distance.
However, the associations with power distance have been mixed in previous studies
(Lenzi et al., 2011; Rudmin et al., 2003).
The Present Study
The objective of the present study was to go beyond previous research in five important aspects. First, we will try to replicate the results of previous studies introducing
GDP as a control variable. Measures of socioeconomic development are systematically
correlated with suicide rates (Lenzi et al., 2011; Zhang, 1998) as well as with cultur-
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al variables (e.g., Bond et al., 2004; Hofstede, 2001; McCrae et al., 2005; Smith et al.,
1996). Lester (2003) reported that control for GDP per capita eliminated the significant
associations between suicide rates and measures of individualism. Contrary to most previous studies examining relationships between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural
variability (e.g., Eckersley & Dear, 2002; Lenzi et al., 2011; Rudmin et al., 2003) we
will thus control for GDP per capita.
Second, and following Lenzi et al. (2011), we will analyze a subsample of posttraditional societies separately to examine the impact of postmodern perspectives and new
cultural shifts on suicide rates.
Third, this study will extend prior research by examining other measures of cultural variability. Besides including the cultural value dimensions proposed by Hofstede (2001), Schwartz (1994) and Inglehart and Welzel (2012), we will also include the
cultural values and practice dimensions found in the GLOBE (Global Leadership and
Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research) study (House et al., 2004), the cultural values found by Smith et al. (1996), the two nation-level social axiom dimensions
(Bond, 2004), the construct of tight and loose cultures (Gelfand et al., 2011), and nation-level big five personality factors (McCrae et al., 2005). We thus provide the first examination of the relations between suicide rates and these other well-known dimensions
of cultural variability.
Finally, some of the dimensions of cultural variability (e.g., gender egalitarianism
values; House et al., 2004) can inherently be expected to be differentially important for
males and females. Previous studies have also observed differences in associations between male and female suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability (Eckersley
& Dear, 2002; Rudmin et al., 2003). We will thus examine separately the relations between male and female suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability.
Method
Measures

Publicly available datasets for suicide rates per year, GDP per capita and dimensions
of cultural variability formed the basis of the analyses. Since cultures were defined differently in different studies, the procedure described by McCrae et al., (2005) was followed in matching datasets, meaning that the most specific matches available were used.
Sample size varied depending on the construct studied (ranging between 28 and 74
countries). The sample sizes for each of the analyses are shown in Tables 1 and 2.
Suicide rates. Suicide rates were obtained from the WHO (2012) and the most recent suicide rate available for each country was used (ranging between 1978 and 2010).
Suicide rates were available for 102 countries.
Gross domestic product (GDP). A nation’s GDP per capita was obtained from
the World Bank (2013). For each nation, the GDP per capita corresponding to the year
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when the suicide rate was assessed was selected. In some cases, the GDP per capita for
that year was not available (e.g., Honduras, Iran, Bosnia-Herzegovina) and the statistic
from the closest year was used instead.
Cultural values. Nation-level scores on the dimensions of power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism, masculinity and long-term orientation were taken from
Hofstede (2001). Nation-level scores on the dimensions of conservatism, affective autonomy, intellectual autonomy, hierarchy, mastery, egalitarian commitment, harmony
were taken from Schwartz (1994). Nation-level scores on the dimensions of traditional
vs. secular-rational and survival vs. self-expression were obtained from Inglehart and
Welzel (2012). Nation-level scores on the dimensions found in the GLOBE project (i.e.,
assertiveness, institutional collectivism, in-group collectivism, future orientation, gender egalitarianism, humane orientation, performance orientation, power distance, uncertainty avoidance) were obtained from House et al. (2004). The GLOBE study examined
these dimensions in terms of practices (how a societal culture is) as well as values (how
a societal culture should be). Both aspects were considered in the present study. Smith et
al. (1996) measured the values of organizational employees and differentiated between
the dimensions of egalitarian commitment vs. conservatism, and loyal involvement vs.
utilitarian involvement. Nation-level scores on these dimensions were obtained directly
from Peter Smith.
Other dimensions of cultural variability. Social axiom scores on the two nation-level dimensions of dynamic externality and societal cynicism were obtained from
Bond et al. (2004). Nation-level scores on the tightness of a culture were taken from
Gelfand et al. (2001). Nation-level scores on the big five personality factors of neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness were obtained from
McCrae et al. (2005).
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erarchy was only confirmed for female suicide rates while only male suicide rates were
positively correlated with gender egalitarianism practices.
Table 1

Partial correlations between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability controlling for
GDP per capita

Results
Table 1 presents the results of the partial correlation analyses controlling for GDP
per capita. As can be seen, the results indicate greater suicide rates in nations with higher levels of the Hofstede long-term orientation, the Schwartz intellectual autonomy, the
GLOBE institutional collectivism practices, humane orientation values, power distance
practices, the Inglehart secular-rational values, and the Bond et al. societal cynicism.
In contrast, the results indicate lower suicide rates in nations with higher levels of the
Schwartz mastery and egalitarian commitment, the GLOBE institutional collectivism
values, the Smith et al. egalitarian commitment, and the Inglehart self-expression values.
The correlations for male and female suicide rates and the dimensions of cultural
variability were then statistically compared using an online calculator (Preacher, 2002).
As shown in Table 1, the correlations differed significantly for Hofstede’s long-term orientation, Schwartz’ hierarchy and House et al.’s gender egalitarianism practices: the observed positive association between suicide rates and both long-term orientation and hi-

Note: Numbers in bold show were correlations with male and female suicide rates statistically differ (p
< .05). *p < .05. *p < .01 (two-tailed)

Following Lenzi et al. (2011) a subsample of posttraditional societies was then analyzed separately, selecting those thirty-nine nations with a score higher than 0 in the traditional vs. secular-rational dimension. Examples of these nations include Japan, Sweden, Germany, France, New Zealand and Albania (for the complete list of the selected
nations, see Lenzi et al., 2011, Note 3). The results of these analyses are presented in
Table 2. The correlation with the Hofstede individualism scale was now negative as expected, but still non-significant. All other correlations are similar to those reported in
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Table 1. Among posttraditional societies, greater suicide rates are observed in those nations with higher levels of the Schwartz intellectual autonomy scale and the GLOBE humane orientation values and power distance practices scale, while lower suicide rates are
observed in those nations with higher levels of the GLOBE institutional collectivism values and the Inglehart self-expression values scales.
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Table 2

Partial correlations between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability for posttraditional countries controlling for GDP per capita

When analyzing the subsample of posttraditional societies (Table 2), the gender differences in the correlations with long-term orientation and hierarchy were similar to
those observed for all sampled societies (Table 1). Additionally, female suicide rates
were strongly negatively correlated with the GLOBE gender egalitarianism values in
posttraditional societies while male suicide rates were not.
Discussion
Sociocultural characteristics may explain why suicide rates vary considerably between nations. In this study we examined whether systematic associations between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability could be identified. We reported partial
correlations controlling for GDP per capita, and also examined a subsample of posttraditional societies and separate correlations for male and female suicide rates.
The findings suggest that some characteristics of modern culture, such as intellectual
autonomy and secular-rational values, are associated with higher suicide rates even after controlling for GDP per capita. This finding is consistent with arguments made by
Durkheim, who suggested that modern societal developments result in social disintegration and social deregulation and might eventually lead to higher suicide rates. While aspects of modern culture were related to higher suicide rates, aspects of postmodern societies were related to lower suicide rates. It seems that when a society places emphasis
on self-expression, participation in society and politics and tolerance towards outgroups
(Inglehart & Welzel, 2005) and more emphasis on achieved rather than ascribed status
(Smith et al., 1996), the suicide rate in that society is on average lower.
Note. Numbers in bold show were correlations with male and female suicide rates statistically differ (p
< .05). * p < .05. * p < .01 (two-tailed)

However, inconsistent with most previous research (e.g., Eckersley & Dear, 2002;
Lenzi et al., 2011; Rudmin et al., 2003), the correlation between suicide rates and individualism was not significant in the present study. Lester (2003) also failed to find significant associations between suicide rates and measures of individualism after controlling
for GDP. One might argue that perhaps the observed significant associations was not
with individualism proper, but with wealth or other related aspect that is associated with
high suicide rates in modern societies. For example, it is possible that poor people are
more likely to commit suicide in wealthy societies, reflecting a state of relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966). Support for this assumption comes from a USA study showing
that suicide deaths is related to interpersonal income comparisons, so that individual sui-

Table 1. Among posttraditional societies, greater suicide rates are observed in those nations with higher levels of the Schwartz intellectual autonomy scale and the GLOBE humane orientation values and power distance practices scale, while lower suicide rates are
observed in those nations with higher levels of the GLOBE institutional collectivism values and the Inglehart self-expression values scales.
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Note. Numbers in bold show were correlations with male and female suicide rates statistically differ (p
< .05). * p < .05. * p < .01 (two-tailed)

However, inconsistent with most previous research (e.g., Eckersley & Dear, 2002;
Lenzi et al., 2011; Rudmin et al., 2003), the correlation between suicide rates and individualism was not significant in the present study. Lester (2003) also failed to find significant associations between suicide rates and measures of individualism after controlling
for GDP. One might argue that perhaps the observed significant associations was not
with individualism proper, but with wealth or other related aspect that is associated with
high suicide rates in modern societies. For example, it is possible that poor people are
more likely to commit suicide in wealthy societies, reflecting a state of relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966). Support for this assumption comes from a USA study showing
that suicide deaths is related to interpersonal income comparisons, so that individual sui-
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cide risk rises with others’ income within the same country (Daly, Wilson, & Johnson,
2012).
In the subsample of posttraditional societies, the correlation with individualism
was negative albeit statistically non-significant. This trend is consistent with the Lenzi
et al. (2011) results and supports their claim that in postmodern societies a new form of
individualization is appearing that constitutes a protective factor against suicide: People
are no longer stuck in defined roles. Instead, there is a multiplication of life contexts and
biographies and increased tolerance of anticonformist behaviors. Surprisingly, intellectual autonomy showed a strong positive correlation with suicide rates in posttraditional
societies (contrary to the findings by Lenzi et al., 2011). A possible explanation is that
too much choice can be detrimental to well-being (Schwartz, 2004).
Overall, the reported findings support the assumption that suicide rates are related to
characteristics of modern and postmodern societies. But significant gender effects were
also observed. For example, hierarchy was positively associated to female but not male
suicide rates. In hierarchical societies, the unequal distribution of power, roles, and resources is considered legitimate (Schwartz, 1994). Possibly, women suffer more from
unequal distribution of power than men because they are the ones who usually have lower social status in a hierarchical society. Supporting this assumption, gender egalitarianism values were negatively related to female suicide rates in the subsample of posttraditional societies. Pointing in a similar direction, female suicide rates were also higher in
tight cultures. Tight cultures have strong norms and a low tolerance of deviant behavior
(Gelfand et al., 2011), which again might restrict opportunities afforded to females compared to males.
Interesting findings were observed in the exploratory analyses with other measures
of cultural variability. Suicide rates were higher in societies where the world is generally
believed to produce malignant outcomes (i.e., high societal cynicism). This is not surprising as societal cynicism also showed strong negative correlations with self-expression values and life satisfaction in a large-scale cross-national study (Bond et al., 2004).
Moreover, long-term orientation was positively related to female but not male suicide
rates. Importance to the future and pragmatic values is fostered in long-term oriented
societies, but these goals might not be equally achievable by male and female citizens.
Hence, this gender difference might be related to the associations with hierarchy, gender
egalitarianism values and tightness mentioned above. Finally, none of the nation-level
personality characteristics showed associations with suicide rates. Personality traits do
not depend as much on context as values (McAdams & Pals, 2006) and thus do not vary
much between nations (Schmitt et al., 2007). When a variable has limited variance, it is
less likely that it is correlated with other variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

Caveats and Conclusion
The results of this study support the assumption that suicide rates are associated
with sociocultural characteristics. However, there might also be alternative explanations
for the correlations observed here. First, suicide rates data is not necessarily comparable across countries. Suicide deaths officially registered might constitute only a small
proportion of the suicides that actually took place, especially in countries with greater
normative pressure against suicide. Second, and although we report partial correlations
controlling for GDP per capita, there are many other unexamined variables that might
be influencing the associations observed here (e.g., genetics or climate; Rudmin et al.,
2003; Schwartz, 1994). Finally, since this was a nation-level study, the results can only
be interpreted on a national level. For example, the results do not allow for the conclusion that a person who endorses intellectual autonomy is more likely to commit suicide.
An important step of future studies would be to investigate whether the associations
between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability vary in different age groups,
which could indicate developmental or cohort effects. Moreover, it might be interesting
to assess whether such associations can also be found with the same dimensions of cultural variability within nations.
In conclusion, this study provides a novel investigation examining whether suicide
rates across nations are related to a number of well-known dimensions of cultural variability. The findings suggest that suicide prevention programs need to consider the particular cultural context. For example, programs emphasizing self-expression and tolerance towards outgroups might be effective in reducing overall suicide rates, but in more
hierarchical societies supporting and fostering gender equality might be more effective
in preventing female suicide rates. While in some cultures high suicide rates might be
mainly due to lack of social integration, in others they might be due to extreme hierarchy and restricted opportunities for certain social groups. It is also likely that globalization has a strong influence on the observed relationships. On the one hand, globalization
might spread democratic values and promote equal rights for certain social groups. On
the other hand, especially in highly developed nations, it might entail an oversupply of
choices that might be detrimental to well-being. We believe the investigation of these issues and the association between suicide rates and dimensions of cultural variability are
important avenues for further research.
Author note
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